Abstract -Mucins, which are synthesized throughout the gastrointestinal tract, may be degraded by the microflora of the large intestine. The present study was undertaken to determine the differential fate of the various types of mucins. Mucins from germ-free rats were incubated in vitro in the presence of whole caecal flora from the conventional rat. Neutral, acidic and acidic sulphated mucins were spectrophotometrically assayed over time upon anaerobic incubation. Sialylated mucins were more rapidly degraded (90 %) 
Résumé -Dégradation sélective de la fraction sialylée des mucines du rat germ free par la flore caecale du rat conventionnel. Les [8, 17, [25] [26] [27] . Changes in the proportions of mucin types are also reported under certain pathological conditions [6, 15, [19] [20] [21] [22] .
The role of bacteria in the degradation of mucin and its alteration under pathological conditions has been recently reviewed [18] . A limited number of bacterial genera are able to degrade pig gastric mucin [23, 24] and rabbit intestinal mucin [9] . Mucin oligosaccharide degradation is thought to be associated with extracellular glycosidases of bacterial origin [11] . The faecal extracts from ulcerative colitisaffected patients had a higher sialate 0-acetyl esterase and glycosulfatase activity, while mucin sialidase activity was unchanged. Moreover, mucin was degraded more efficiently and rapidly in patients than in healthy controls [4] .
In the intestine of the germ-free (GF) rat, mucin is not degraded owing to the absence of bacteria; it is however slightly modified by endogenous enzymes. In contrast, in the conventional rat, intestinal mucin exists in the freshly secreted form and, most likely at various stages of degradation by bacterial enzymes. The complexity of this degradation has been recently reviewed [13] . We [17] and also mucin-type distribution both in the mucosa and intestinal contents, as compared to GF rats [8] . An [14] . AC21 medium [3] , modified as described [5] , was supplemented prior to inoculation with the water soluble mucin preparation made from the lyophilized germ-free rat caecal mucin powder by dilution (20 mg mL-!, 1 , 1 mL in 5 mL culture medium, final concentration 3.4 mg mL-1 ) in the incubation medium.
Microbiological inocula were prepared by diluting (10 (7 
days).
Oligosaccharide degradation from pig gastric mucin was associated with extracellular glycosidases produced by bacterial subpopulations [11] . Hill [9] [17, 25, 26] .
In a more recent study, the role of human faecal bacteria, particularly mucin oligosaccharide-degrading strains, was analysed. The cleavage products of polysaccharides were characterized and their potential role in nutritional support of larger faecal bacterial populations demonstrated [12] . Furthermore, Willis et al. [28] showed 
